CHAPTER   VII

HOW HENRY IV REBUILT FRANCE'S UNITY

PROTESTANT King of a Catholic country, Henry IV had to play
a difficult hand; however, he held many trumps, of which the
first was his own person, so well shaped to please die French.
They were grateful to him for saying: '"We are born not only for our-
selves, but above all to serve the country.' He wanted to be king of a
whole nation, and not of a part of one: 'Those who honestly follow
their conscience are of my religion, and as for me, I belong to the faith
of all those who are gallant and good.' He believed that kindness and
mercy are a prince's primary virtues. Yet the role of the sovereign is
not to provoke partisan feeling: 'All men want me to string the bow
of my business with the cord of their passions.' Endlessly Henry called
the French to union: 'We are all Frenchmen and fellow-citizens of the
same fatherland; therefore we must be brought to agreement by reason
and kindness and not by strictness and cruelty which serve only to arouse
men/ He pleased also because he was brave and a good soldier: 'I have
leaped upon cities' ramparts; surely I shall gkdly leap upon barricades.'
Just as briskly did he write, with a mixture of country warmth and
Gascon poetry. Always in love, he sent his mistresses beautiful and pas-
sionate letters: My true heart, my dear love . . / Nevertheless, Henry
the king held Henry die lover in check: 'Regarding whatever may be the
actions of a soldier, I seek no advice from women.' His sparkling eyes, his
arched nose, his square beard, his Gascon accent, his delightful character
and even his love-affairs soon became popular.

On the morrow of Henry Ill's death, Henry IV was king, but who
recognized him? Many a CathoHc said, 'So be it if he is converted', and
he knew that he would have to come to that, that Paris was utterly
Catholic, that 'if France is a man, Paris is his heart', and that, as he was
later to say, 'Surely Paris is wordi a Mass*. Moreover, his religion, which
was one of feeling rather than dogma, could adjust itself to a conversion.
What mattered for him was to remain a good Christian and to preserve
his dignity; he would not reach a conclusion except in his own time:
'I have often been called upon to change faith, But in what circum-
stances? With a dagger at my throat. Had I had no respect for my
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